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Executive Summary/Regional Highlights

This report presents a brief snapshot of the region and the results of the Region |
Community Forum, held in Rome on November 13. The forum was attended by 25
stakeholders and 15 Division of Family and Children Services staff, primarily state-level
executives, regional directors and county directors. Stakeholders attending the forum
included a state senator, a guardian ad-litem, a Special Assistant Attorney General
(SAAG), a Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA), and representatives from the
school systems, Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ), a foster parent association, and
private agencies.

DFCS Deputy Director of Fiscal Operations Clifford O’Connor presented an overview of
agency pressures, progress, challenges and strategies. His presentation was followed by
roundtable discussions of specific topics related to the agency’s work and the federal
Child and Family Services Review.

Out of these roundtable discussions, several common themes emerged across the various
topic areas. In general, participants discussed the need for additional resources, better
communication and information sharing, and increased awareness and education among
all involved in the child welfare system as well as the media and the community in
general. Specific themes articulated by Mr. O’Connor at the conclusion of the forum
included:

1. Child welfare is a community issue — not just a DFCS issue — and this must be
communicated more widely. Community agencies and organizations should view
the responsibility as a shared one.

2. Child and family services is a people business, and one-on-one interactions are
critical to making progress for a family. DFCS can’t help a family and make them
the bad guy at the same time.

3. There is a need to improve the perception of DFCS in the community; it must be
clear what DFCS can and can’t do and that the goal of DFCS is to strengthen
families.

4. More collaboration among agencies could help to use limited community
resources more wisely. Structured partnerships and collaborations need to be
established with courts, community agencies and schools.

Participants viewed the forums positively for two reasons: (1) they see them as a means
of increasing understanding of the agency and how agencies/organizations can work
together better for children and families, and (2) they see them as a means of developing
relationships and contacts and sharing information among the various stakeholders who
participated.

This report presents a brief snapshot of the region and the results of the Region |
Community Forum.
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Introduction/Overview

The Georgia Department of Human Resources Division of Family and Children Services
(DFCS) conducted 13 regional forums among key stakeholders across the state in
November 2006. The purpose of the forums was four-fold:

1. Torespond to a Georgia Senate resolution
(SR 1270) requiring the agency to seek DFCS Mission:
community input.

2. To seek stakeholder input as required by the | To strengthen Georgia’s

federal Child and Family Services Review families — supporting their self-
process. sufficiency and helping them
3. To present information to stakeholders on protect their vulnerable
agency mission/vision, values, goals and children and adults by being a
challenges and outcomes. resource to their families, not a
4. To seek stakeholder input for continuous substitute.

quality improvement.

The forums also provided an opportunity for stakeholders to hear from state-level leaders
in DHR/DFCS as well as an opportunity for DHR/DFCS leadership and regional and
county directors to hear from stakeholders.

Stakeholders invited to participate in the forums included legislators, judges, guardians
ad-litem, school officials, residential care providers, foster parents/caregivers, service
providers and local family and child-serving agencies, including public, private and faith-
based organizations. In addition to these stakeholders, DFCS regional directors and
county directors were invited to listen and to participate in their own discussions. Each
forum included the following elements:

1. A PowerPoint presentation by a state-level DFCS executive
2. Small group participant roundtable discussions on selected topics
3. Report-out of roundtable discussion results

The first forum (Region 1V) included a brief brainstorm on the strengths and weaknesses
of DFCS, but this was abandoned in subsequent forums in favor of giving additional time
to the roundtable discussions and report-outs.

In addition to stakeholder input from the regional and statewide forums, the state is
seeking stakeholder input from three surveys:

1. An online stakeholder survey targeting the same groups represented at the
community forums.

2. A statewide mail survey of caregivers, including foster parents, adoptive parents
and relative caregivers.
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3. A statewide mail survey of parents with DFCS involvement, including parents
with children in foster care placements.

Results from each of the forums and each of the surveys are being compiled and will be

posted online and included in the CFSR report. (See Appendix 1X, Community Forums
at a Glance for a brief overview of all 13 regional forums.)
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The Community Forum Process

The Presentation
Safety
The PowerPoint presentation for each of the
regional community forums, presented by a

DFCS state-level executive, included the possible and appropriate

DHR/DFCS mission; values related to the Permanency

three goals of safety, permanency and well- « Permanent and stable living
being; pressures facing the agency in recent arrangements

history; data on agency performance; and

curr_ent concerns and directions. .Followmg IS connections
a brief summary of the presentation contents.

In the best interest of children . . .

e Protection from abuse and neglect
o Safely remain in own home whenever

o Continuous family relationships and

Well-Being
In 2004 DFCS experienced a sharp increase in | « Enhanced capacity of the family to
the number of CPS cases. This contributed to provide for child’s needs
investigations taking longer than desired, staff | « Child’s educational needs are met
turnover of up to 42%, and of course, high e Child’s physical and mental health
caseloads. needs are met

Since that time the agency has taken a number of steps to address those concerns:

e Using a diversion model that includes assessing families and, when appropriate,
referring them for community services and supports rather than opening a CPS
case. This model has resulted in fewer children in foster care by 2006; only 11
percent of 33,000 families were referred back to DFCS for a full investigation,

and only five percent of those receiving a full investigation had substantiated

abuse.

« Focusing on relative placements, when appropriate. Relative placements increased

from 17% to 20% of placements by 2006.

These strategies have resulted in fewer children in foster care, reduced caseloads, reduced
length of investigations, reduced staff turnover and helped the agency make progress on

specific federal measures, including:

e Recurrence of maltreatment

e Maltreatment in foster care/placements

o Foster care re-entries

« Permanency (reunification, adoption, stable placements)
o Family capacity to provide for children’s needs

e Services to meet educational needs

e Services to meet physical and mental health needs.
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The final section of the presentation included a discussion of work to be done and steps
being taken in the areas of permanence planning, independent living programs and
behavioral health services:
e Permanence planning — staff development, family team meetings, working with
partners on federal time frame requirements, permanent legal guardianship
e Independent living program — focus on youth development rather than
emancipation, meeting youth educational needs, continuous improvement
sessions with staff and partners, listening to teens in foster care
e Behavioral health services — “un-bundling” of rates for residential care and
treatment, transitioning providers and helping them become Medicaid-eligible,
behavioral health services now under the Division of Mental Health,
Developmental Disabilities and Addictive Diseases

See Appendix V for a copy of the PowerPoint presentation.
The Discussion Topics

There were six small-group discussion topics selected for their relevance to agency
concerns and the CFSR process:

1. Reducing child abuse and neglect: Providing timely investigations and
preventing the occurrence or re-occurrence of maltreatment (abuse or neglect) in
the child’s home or foster care setting.

2. Preventing out-of-home placements: Providing services and supports for
families to enable children to remain safely with their biological parents as a
primary strategy.

3. Preserving families: Maintaining family relationships and connections of
children in the child welfare system; increasing the number of children reunified
with their families and reducing the time it takes for reunification.

4. Supporting adoptions: Increasing the number adopted and reducing the time it
takes for adoption for children who cannot be reunited with their families.

5. Transitioning teens to independence: Enabling children in foster care to
transition successfully to independence/adulthood, preparing them to go to college
and/or live on their own.

6. Stabilizing foster care: Increasing the stability of foster care placements so that
the number of transitions for children in foster care is reduced.

Forum participants were divided into groups, and each group was assigned one of the
above topics and given about 45 minutes to answer the following three questions about
that topic:

e What are the most significant challenges?

e What strategies or steps can DFCS take to address or overcome these challenges?
e How can the agencies/organizations represented here work with/support DFCS?
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Key discussion points were recorded on flip charts, and a volunteer from the group
presented its key points to the full group. In addition, each table had a DFCS county
director to take notes and answer questions as needed. Because attendance varied at each
of the forums, not all six topics were covered at each forum.

To put the forum in context, following is a two-page summary of regional data on

population, demographics, child abuse and neglect, foster care, health, mental health and
early care and education.
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Region 1 Data Snapshot

Population
Population {2005) 791,612
Children (Ages 0-19) (2005) 223,496
Population in Poverty (2002) 11.9%
Children (Ages 0-17) in Poverty (2002) 16.7%

Community

“*Population Density (2000) 139.2

Total Housing Units (2000) 280,622

Housing - Urban (2000) 49.0%
Housing - Rural (2000) 51.0%

**Population per land square mile.

Demographics

Ethnicity (2005)
Hispanic Population 8.0%

Hispanic Children (Ages 0-19) 11.3%

Department of Human Resources
Service Delivery Regions

Sources:
US Census 2000

US Census Population Estimates July 2005

Population By Race (2005)
919

O Asian
O Black
0 Other
@ Two Or More
H White

Children By Race (2005)

0%

O Asian
O Black
H Other
@Two Or More
W White
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Infant Risk Factors Child Abuse and Neglect
Births To Unwed Mothers And Mothers With (2004) Number
Less Than a High School Education (2004)
Total Child Abuse Reports 12,834
14000 12163 i
2 12000 & Total Births Total Reports Investigated 9,465
= 133% B Unwed Total Reports Substantiated 3,385
g 6000 4032 3672 O < HS Educ
'E 4000
3 2000
0 ; Foster Care
Region Number Number
Children in State Custody (2005) 2,059
Child Health

Region 1 (continued)

Child and Adolescent Mental Health

Early Childhood Care & Education

Subsidized Child Care (2005)
Number of families served 1,812
Number of children served 3157
Georgia's Pre-K Program (2004)
Total number of 4-year-olds 11,587
Number of 4-year-olds enrolled 5,798
Percent of total 4-year olds 50.0%
Mumber of 4-year-clds at risk served 3,159
Percent of 4-year-olds enrolled at risk served 54 5%

Sources:

DHR Divisions of Public Health; Family and Children Services; Mental Health, Developmental Disabilities and Addictive Diseases
Georgia Office of Student Achievement
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Region I Community Forum Results

Attendance

The attendance goal for each regional forum was 24 stakeholders plus the DFCS regional
and county directors from the region. Stakeholder attendance at the Region | forum was
25 people and included a good cross-section of stakeholders — a state senator, a guardian
ad-litem, a SAAG, a CASA, and representatives from the school systems, DJJ, a foster
parent association, and private agencies. DFCS staff were well-represented (15) and
included regional and county directors from that region as well as other regions with
upcoming forums, as well as state staff, including presenter Clifford O’Connor, DFCS
Deputy Director, Fiscal Operations, and facilitators Stephen Stewart and Gabrielle
Numair, DHR Office of Human Resource Management Planners. (See Appendix I11 for
List of Attendees.)

Roundtable Discussions

The forum attendance allowed for the formation of five roundtable discussion groups,
four groups comprised of stakeholders and one group of DFCS staff. Each group was
assigned a specific topic for which to discuss challenges, ways in which challenges could
be overcome and how agencies/organizations might work together to support DFCS in
overcoming these challenges. Topics covered in this forum included Preventing Out-of-
Home Placements, Preserving Families, Transitioning Teens to Independence, Stabilizing
Foster Care, and Reducing Child Abuse/Neglect.

Topic Discussions

Each table was assigned a specific topic for which to discuss challenges, ways in which
challenges could be overcome and how agencies/organizations might work together to
support DFCS in overcoming these challenges.

Following is a brief outline of the specific topics covered in the Region | roundtable
discussions and the key points raised in those discussions.

Preventing Out-of-Home Placements: Providing services and supports for families to
enable children to remain safely with their biological parents as a primary strategy.

Stakeholders:
1. What are the most significant challenges?
e Adversarial relationships between DFCS, court and families
e Service providers not accountable for outcomes
e Funding ineffective and inconsistent, so services inconsistent
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2.  What strategies or steps can DFCS take to address or overcome these challenges?

e Positive shift from criminal model to risk-assessment model

e More training/education for DFCS caseworkers so they can handle family
hostility/resistance to DFCS supportive/preventative services

e Have DFCS case manager provide oversight of services; make providers
accountable for outcomes

e Have consistent outcome measures for providers serving children statewide
and track

e Responsible accounting practices/efficient use of resources

3. How can the agencies and organizations represented here work with/support
DFCS?
e Collecting data
Tracking outcomes
Consistent outcome measures: standard protocols
Oversight and support
Educate community on DFCS as a preventative service: adaptability,
collaborations — educate judges (peer-to-peer)
e Structured partnerships and collaborations rather than negative/adversarial

Preserving Families: Maintaining family relationships and connections of children in
the child welfare system; increasing the number of children reunified with their families
and reducing the time it takes for reunification.

Stakeholders:

1. What are the most significant challenges?

e Methamphetamine/other drugs; employers look the other way

Lack of available substance abuse treatment, waiting lists
Poverty
Inadequate housing
Lack of jobs
Lack of education; school system quality
Families don’t want others to know problems/issues
Parents who disappear or lack interest
Lack of transportation
Need to change perception so that child neglect and abuse is not seen as
just a DFCS problem but as a community problem

2. What strategies or steps can DFCS take to address or overcome these challenges?
e Partnering with community to identify resources and lack of resources in
order to address the challenges
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e Use court system as leverage to encourage/require substance abuse
treatment

e Collaboration with other agencies — financial and cultural literacy,
parenting, drug treatment

e Increase awareness of the impact of child abuse/neglect on the community

3. How can the agencies and organizations represented here work with/support
DFCS?
e Take responsibility for the problem of child abuse and neglect in the
community, not just leave the problem to DFCS

e Community organizations redefine their own missions to meet community
needs

Take family team meetings to community level

Increase awareness of impact on everyone

Interdisciplinary staffing of cases

Increase awareness of maltreatment issues in the community

More collaboration with Family Connection and organizations that can
provide services (e.g., for literacy, partner with adult education, schools,
churches)

Transitioning Teens to Independence: Enabling children in foster care to transition
successfully to independence/adulthood, preparing them to go to college and/or live on
their own.

Stakeholders:
1. What are the most significant challenges?
e Self-esteem and motivation issues; teens not engaged
e Teens do not have peers/group to connect with
e Only two independent living (IL) coordinators for 15 counties
Child may not want to continue working with DFCS; teens can remove
themselves
Lack of transportation
Lack of housing resources
Lack of adequate funding
High school drop-out rate
Lack of caring adults; need for mentoring
School system red tape

2. What strategies or steps can DFCS take to address or overcome these challenges?
e Work closer with school staff and social workers
e Hire more independent living coordinators
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e Qutsource

e Connect child with a mentor or family member as a support system, for
example a relative who might want to help but does not want to be a
caregiver

e Continue to work closely with community in schools

3. How can the agencies and organizations represented here work with/support
DFCS?

e Prevent Child Abuse Georgia and/or other community organizations could
provide a life skills or job training program as these are not offered by
schools anymore

e Business leaders and the Chamber of Commerce could provide money and
time (volunteers for mentoring)

e Churches could support adoptive and foster families; adopt a foster
family/foster child

e Family Connection could assist with promoting and coordinating the
above efforts

e Look at successful programs outside of Georgia

Stabilizing Foster Care: Increasing the stability of foster care placements so that the
number of transitions for children in foster care is reduced.

Stakeholders:
1. What are the most significant challenges?
e Lack of foster homes
Caseworker turnover
Keeping children in home-based schools
Training of foster parents weak, unrealistic — need to be more
forthcoming, truthful, supportive (e.g., how long it takes to get approval)
Lack of support groups — counties (network)
Slow process for foster parent approval
Lack of education of child
Match each child to home; provide foster parents with information/history,
especially triggers for anger, the child’s needs and likes/dislikes (even if
placement is after hours or on weekend or holiday)
e Lack of mental health services in specific areas, particularly rural
e Need for child care for foster parents to attend meetings and trainings
e Families need information about all community resources, not just DFCS
(as resources are limited)

2. What strategies or steps can DFCS take to address or overcome these challenges?
e Increase interagency communications, especially with schools; counselor has
probably worked with the child/family
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e Initiate support groups

e Increase awareness of case management consultation among DFCS, DJJ,
DOE (new)

e Increase awareness of transition meetings among agencies to determine child
needs

e Revamp foster/adoptive parent training

e Work with schools to keep children in home schools

3. How can the agencies and organizations represented here work with/support
DFCS?
e Open communications with all interested parties
Have joint staffing meetings with DFCS, DJJ, DOE
Utilize email communications
School stabilization/involvement
Foster parent appreciation
Resource list (e.g., United Way in one area has published resource list —
would be nice for other counties)

Reducing Child Abuse & Neglect: Providing timely investigations and preventing the
occurrence or re-occurrence of maltreatment (abuse or neglect) in the child’s home or
foster care setting.

DFCS Staff:
1. What are the most significant challenges?
e Young caseworkers ill-prepared to do investigations
e Risk assessment has potential but is cumbersome and time-consuming system;
slows process down
e Lack of adequate community resources to meet family needs (i.e., mental
health, drug treatment, transportation, parenting)
Staff retention
High caseloads
Salary ($25K) not commensurate with job/risk
Schools can’t say how many foster children they have in the school

2. What strategies or steps can DFCS take to address or overcome these challenges?
e Competitive salaries and reasonable caseloads to help with retention
e Do good case planning by getting good information up front
e Georgia Shines should re-design risk assessment and make it less
cumbersome; caseworkers get lost in risk assessment
e Develop a regional grant-writing position to assist small non-profit agencies in
seeking other funds to provide services and maximize their resources
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